Prospective cohort study into post-disaster benzodiazepine use demonstrated only short-term increase.
Benzodiazepines are typically prescribed for anxiety and insomnia, two complaints often reported after disasters. Benzodiazepines can cause mental or physical dependence, especially when taken for a long time. This study aims at evaluating benzodiazepine use in a disaster-stricken community with the help of computer-based records. This prospective cohort study covers a period of 4 years. For every patient, predisaster baseline data are available. Multilevel regression is applied to study differences in benzodiazepine use in 496 patients whose children were involved in the Volendam café fire on January 1, 2001 compared with 1,709 community controls, and 4,530 patients from an unaffected cohort. In community controls and patients from the unaffected cohort, benzodiazepine use remained stable in the course of the years. In the first year postfire, parents of disaster victims were 1.58 times more likely to use benzodiazepines than community controls (95% confidence interval 1.13-2.23). With regard to long-term use, differences between community controls and parents were statistically nonsignificant. In the studied community, benzodiazepines were predominantly prescribed as a short-term intervention. Clinical guidelines that advocate a conservative prescription policy were well adhered to.